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Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Community Planning and
Public Participation
This update of the Comprehensive Plan has
emphasized public involvement in determining the values, concerns and goals of citizens
for growth management.

T

he Comprehensive Plan serves as a long range blueprint for the community. As future growth and development change the town’s physical and social environment, it is important that the citizens be involved in
the decision making process. The Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee (CPAC) determined in the early stages of
this update project to develop a collaborative process with
active involvement of as many citizens as possible. This approach was taken for two main reasons.
First, CPAC recognized the tremendous impact that land
use policies have on property owners and their ability to
pursue legitimate economic activities. Second, and as importantly, the effectiveness of any comprehensive plan is
dependent on the “ownership” of its citizens. If it is not
“their plan,” townsfolk are unlikely to support implementation of its policies. To carry out this approach, CPAC reviewed several public involvement models, from traditional
public hearings, to high technology options like the Internet and computer modeling. CPAC chose a combination of
techniques that provided multiple options at varying levels
of commitment and involvement (See Figure 1).
The process started with initial meetings with the Town
Council and Department Heads to introduce the project
and explain CPAC’s goals. An advisory panel of citizens
representing various interest groups; specifically including
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major landowners, real estate professionals, and developers, was formed to meet on a regular basis with CPAC and
provide input and feedback on issues and potential policies.
In the fall of 1999, CPAC conducted a series of community
forums on the topics of: 1) Open Space and Community
Character; 2) Housing and Public Facilities; and 3) Economic Development and Public Utilities. At the same time,
project consultants sent out a citizen survey to all Falmouth
households and received nearly a one-third-response rate
(1,215 surveys returned).
CPAC organized a neighborhood meeting and a design
charrette for the 1-square mile area of Pleasant Hill, Falmouth’s most rapidly growing residential area. That planning process asked participants to look at their likes and
dislikes for the way that Falmouth is growing and to suggest ways that development patterns could be improved.
Through a grant provided by the Orton Foundation of Vermont, a new systems dynamics computer modeling software called CommunityViz was applied to the Pleasant Hill
project. This interactive software will be useful when the
town begins the process of master planning residential districts.
The results from these many efforts were then incorporated into a second citizen survey presenting alternative
implementation policies to respond to perceived public
concerns, values, and goals. That innovative survey solicited strong citizen response (1,029 returns) and reassured
the planning committee that the direction of the plan reflects growth management views of the citizenry. With this
level of public participation and support, full implementation of the plan is more certain.
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Draft Report
Preliminary Approval of Plan
Interim Implementation Steps
Draft Final Report
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Wetland Setback, Growth Cap (100 units/yr),
School Impact Fees
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5/30

9/14

State Review

11/25
11/30

1/29
1/31

Final Adoption of Plan
3/26

Figure 1—Public participation process and project schedule
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Goals for
Public
Participation
In addition to getting widespread involvement,
CPAC also set out to be sure that citizens were
fully informed of the issues and challenges of
growth in Falmouth.

GOALS
• EDUCATE THE PUBLIC
• EXPLAIN THE “WEB” OF ISSUES
• INVOLVE CITIZENS IN DECISIONS
• PROVIDE PUBLIC INPUT OPPORTUNITIES

O

ne of the main goals of this update to the Town’s
Comprehensive Plan is to raise public awareness on
the long-term patterns and effects of growth. In the
nation’s smaller urban regions like Greater Portland, growth
tends to be incremental, and the true community effects are
often manifested and become obvious over decades of time,
rather than in a few years. Showing citizens changes that
have taken place in the past and sub-urbanization trends of
recent years helps them understand the need for long range
planning. In essence, this update is as much a process of
education as it is an attempt at long-range community planning.
This report presents a framework for understanding growth
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management issues as being interrelated in a “web” of relationships. Discussions of issues are often compartmentalized into topics like overcrowding of schools, loss of
open space, and speeding traffic. In reality, these and
other issues are intertwined in a complex web of relationships that are part of the suburban growth phenomenon.
In crafting potential solutions to growth problems, it is important to recognize the interconnection of issues and to
anticipate ripple effects of proposed solutions to avoid the
proverbial law of unintended consequences. In growth
management, solutions proposed to address short-term
crises in one area of public policy often bear the seeds of
other, longer-term problems.
Private and public decisions of the past determined where
we are as a community today. Decisions or the failure to
make decisions in such areas as zoning, public facilities,
and transportation will similarly affect future outcomes.
Without the background research and policy guidance of a
comprehensive plan, the community is at a distinct disadvantage in terms of making informed choices on future
outcomes. The Comprehensive Plan does not provide a
panacea for all of the problems and challenges that will
arise from future growth, but it does aid the community in
making informed decisions that maximize opportunities
for positive change while minimizing or avoiding problems
before they become intractable.
Finally, as mentioned in the earlier discussion about our
public process, this document reflects the input of numerous Falmouth citizens and attempts to articulate their values, concerns, and goals. This project and process is intended to give citizens maximum opportunity to have input in future land use policy decisions.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

cant effects in other areas, such as the loss of open space when
subdivisions are built in open fields. Limiting the amount of housing built, on the other hand, can preserve open space in the short
term, but it also tends to drive up housing costs and deters affordable housing efforts.

A Dynamic Model of
Falmouth
As a community, Falmouth can be described by six major
sectors that interact and provide context to policy issues.
Figure 2 provides a
model for describing the town both
in terms of general
topics that are traditionally covered
by the Comprehensive Plan and as a
specific context for
recognizing
how
issues debated in
various public venues interrelate.

A

Land Acquisition
Scenic Views
Water Bodies
Trails
Wildlife Habitat
Cost/Value
Taxes

Goods

Density
Use Mix
Neighborhoods
Architecture
Landscaping
Cost/Value
Taxes

Open Space
&
Conservation
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Similarly, housing growth creates added demand for public facilities and services, but the larger housing base can support improved services and increase cost effectiveness of service delivery.
Correspondingly,
providing new facilities and services for the new
housing
makes
the town more
Schools
attractive for adPublic Safety
Community
Roads
Character
ditional residenRecreation
Swim Pool
tial growth. Such
Bike Lanes
Library
positive
and
Solid Waste
Public
Harbor
Facilities &
negative
feedSenior Center
Services
Teen Center
back
relationBus Service
Cost/Value
Housing
ships exist beTaxes
tween most of
the
community
Single Family
Sewer
Elderly
sectors
identified
Water
Multi-Family
Electric
Affordable
Gas
in the diagram as
Cost/Value
Public
Telecom
Taxes
Utilities
Cost/Value
represented
by
Taxes
the arrows.

Services
s with most
Entertainment
TIFs
suburban
Jobs
Economic
Markets
Development
communiCost/Value
Taxes
ties, the housing
sector in Falmouth
serves as the hub
The model also
Figure 2—Dynamic Model of Falmouth Sectors
of
activity
that
provides a list of
drives all other conissues under each
siderations. In larger communities like Bath, Maine, intopical sector that attempts to prioritize the issues based on the
dustrial uses tend to dominate public attention and inamount of public attention and/or money devoted to addressing
vestments of time and resources, thereby occupying
those issues. The final concept portrayed by the dynamic model is
the center position of the model.
the fact that every policy decision has a bottom line impact on
taxes, as every consideration includes both cost and value to the
In Falmouth, actions in the housing sector have significommunity.
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Four
Decades of
Growth and
Change

Figure 3—Falmouth in the mid-1950s
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Portland job market.
The highways and a
new sewer treatment
plant
stimulated
commercial development on Routes 1
and 100, with more
than a million square
feet
of
nonresidential space.

In the past four decades Falmouth has been transformed
from a small rural town to a
bustling suburb next to Maine’s
largest city.

Sewers also made it
possible
for
a
1970s boom in
multi-family housing on the Foreside,
with the market
generating several
large condominium
projects.

I

n the past 40 years, Falmouth has grown from a
quiet, small town of just
over 4000 people to a bustling suburb of nearly
10,000. In the mid-1950s,
the primary land use was agriculture, with the vast majority of the town’s populace living east of the Middle Road.

In recent decades,
single-family
homes have spread
in the western sections of town, creating a more balanced
population
distribution.

The
transformation
of
Falmouth started with the
construction of the interstate
system, which divided the
community with
major
physical
barriers
and
provided ready access for
future commuters to the
Figure 4—Falmouth in the mid-1990s (Dots are actual buildings)
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T

Past
Development
in Falmouth
In the past 30 years, Falmouth has experienced considerable development as well as new open space dedications.
Figure 5—Residential development and open space preservation 1970—2000

LAND USE
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he total development that occurred in the last
three decades consisted of 500 units of multifamily housing on 175 acres of land, and about
1500 units of single family housing on 1500 acres.
About three-fourths of that development occurred on
lots approved by the Planning Board, the remainder
was on scattered lots along existing roadways. During
this same time frame the amount of dedicated open
space also increased, with about 900 acres being set
aside to bring the total public and protected land to
1800 acres, or about 10 percent of the town’s 19,000
acres. Another 300 acres of development is currently
before the Planning Board.

# UNITS

ACRES

DENSITY

Multi-family

500

175

3 Units/Acre

Developed land

Single-family

1500

1500

1 Unit/Acre

Preserved open space

Open Space

900

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000
Figure 6—Development rates 1982-1998

Recent

200
180

Development

171
160

Trends

T

he record of development permits over the
last two decades reveals some clear patterns (Fig. 6).
In the 1970s, the town consistently issued about 25 building permits for single-family
homes per year, along with a
surge in condominium development that ended in 1980.

Subdivision Lots

157

140

Total Numbers

Town development data indicate
clear trends of increasing growth.
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New Homes
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In the 1980s, that level rose
to an average of about 50 new homes being built in
Falmouth each year. At the same time, the speculative
development boom of the 1980s saw a huge increase
in subdivision lots that crashed with the economy at
the end of that decade (spike in graph). In subsequent years subdivision lot approvals remained low as
the excess inventory was used up by home builders.

Ye a r Issue d

In the 1990s, the number of new housing starts steadily increased to a new level of about 100 new homes
per year. As a result of new banking laws and policies,
subdivision approvals and project financing have now
taken a more conservative approach of following the
housing market. Continued high rates of housing
starts and extremely high market prices of lots and
homes will stimulate additional subdivisions.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Alternative
Future Growth
Rate Scenarios

30,000

Relatively modest changes in growth rates
produce dramatic differences in housing
and population when projected out over
time.

15,000

Page 8

C

25,000

B

C

20,000

I

n the past three decades,
the rate of housing starts
in Falmouth has steadily
increased with each decade.
Whether or not this trend continues depends on the regional
economy, demographics, and
the desirability of Falmouth.
Although we cannot with certainty predict the future, we
can explore alternative scenarios and their potential implications.

Figure 7—Comparative growth rates for Falmouth.

B

A

A

10,000
5,000
2020

2040

Scenario C 150 Units/Yr

19,000

28,000

Scenario B 100 Units/Yr

16,000

22,000

Scenario A 50 Units/Yr

13,000

16,000

Historic
Population

1950

1970

1990

2000

4342

6291

7610

10,000

Figure 7 projects out three different annual growth rates:
1) Low Growth – 50 units/year;
2) Medium Growth – 100 units; or
3) High Growth - 150 units.
Another 20 years of the current growth rate (100 Units/
Yr) would add 2000 new single-family dwellings to the
current base of about 4000 homes in Falmouth. Assuming 3 people per new household, that growth rate would
add 6000 people to the current population of 10,000. If,

on the other hand, the rate were to increase to 150 units
per year, the town’s population would nearly double in
the next two decades to 19,000 people occupying 7,000
dwellings.
Under either of these growth scenarios, our research indicates that the town would definitely need to build a new
elementary school and possibly enter yet another round
of expansions at the Middle School and High School. If
the rate were to slow to around 50 units per year, those
outcomes might be delayed and/or avoided.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000
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Rate of Growth
Ordinance
Options
Any intervention in the rate of housing
starts must be based on sound research to
withstand political and legal challenges.

T

o determine available options to respond to the
growth projection scenarios, the Planning
Department looked to two similar communities
that have adopted growth rate ordinances.
Londonderry, N.H. saw its population double from
10,000 to 20,000 in just 10 years, placing
phenomenal stress on the town’s ability to provide
basic services and schools. In response to this
growth , Londonderry adopted a cap of about 100 new
units per year. Londonderry’s 1995 comprehensive
plan analysis (Fig. 8) projected complete build out in
70 years ending in 13,500 housing units with a
population of 36,000. The
long-range plan also
explored the effects of growth management options
including slowing the rate (TIME), buying open space
(OPEN), and increasing minimum lot sizes (LOTS). The
maximum effect of any of those techniques was a 10
percent reduction in total housing units over 70 years.
The Town of Elliot, Maine took a different approach.
They simply said that 48 new houses per year was the
optimum rate for the town to grow. That policy was
unsuccessfully challenged in court on the grounds
that it constituted a de facto building moratorium.

FULL BUILDOUT
13,500 Units

GROWTH MANAGEMENT EFFECTS
1500 Units Max. Reduction (10%)

Fig. 8 – Buildout projections for Londonderry, N.H.
Thus, there are at least two options for the Town of
Falmouth to consider:
1) a critical rate of growth ordinance that protects
the town from sudden surges in development
that overwhem the town’s ability to provide
facilities and services (e.g., 125 units per year);
or,
2) an optimum rate of growth ordinance where
growth occurs in a manner that facilitates the
most cost-effective provision of public facilities
and services (e.g., 50 units per year).

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Page 10

Demographic
Changes

Rate and
Results of
Growth
The Comprehensive Plan Advisory
Committee is equally concerned
about the rate of growth and the
results of residential growth in
Falmouth.

A

Demographics refer to
the study of local populations in terms of age,
gender, income, housing status, and other
social and economic
factors. Over the past
few decades of growth,
several clear patterns of
change have emerged:
Figure 9—Development concept for a parcel on the corner of
Hurricane and Blackstrap Roads.

lthough there is widespread concern that the
town is growing “too fast,” the ramifications of suburban growth extend beyond the
simple question of how many homes are built
each year. Falmouth citizens should also be
aware that significant changes are occurring in
the demographic make up of the community
and the basic town character.
To explore these changes, our project consultants looked at three areas of change:

• Demographic Changes;
• Fiscal Impacts; and,
• Impacts on Community Character

1. Falmouth grew almost entirely from in-migration.

2. Falmouth continued to grow at a constant pace during
the last recession.
3. Both the older and younger segments of the population increased in size, placing increased demands for
services at both ends of the age spectrum.
4. Education levels continue to increase, which typically
places more emphasis on quality schools.
5. Falmouth is becoming increasingly white collar and
homogeneous.
6. Continued growth will stretch public services and facilities.
7. Maintaining volunteer fire and rescue services will
become increasingly difficult.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Fiscal Impacts

O

ne concern that invariably
arises in discussions of residential growth is that new
housing means higher taxes for everyone. As one of the implementation steps of the 1994 Comprehensive Plan update, Falmouth developed a fiscal impact model for measuring the tax implications of growth.
The typical development (Fig. 10) in
Falmouth consists of 10 new homes
on a 1500-foot dead end street.
That new subdivision would house
about 32 people and would place 7
children in the elementary school
and 1 student in high school.
Adding new housing generates
added revenues in the form of
property taxes, auto excise, and
other revenues like license fees. In
this case, adding the housing base
and new students generates a net
increase in state funding for education (Fig. 11).
Our formula breaks down the cost
of servicing the new project between basic town services, like
town hall functions and police,
plowing and maintaining the new
street, and educating the children.
We also include debt service costs
for capital facilities like the recent
library expansion and land acquisi-

Subdivision Name
Number of Units
Number of New Residents
Avg. per unit value
Length of Road
Number of Elem Pupils
Number of HS Pupils
Total Assessed Value
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HYPOTHETICAL
10
32
$300,000
. 28 miles
7
1
$3,000,000

Figure 10—Characteristics of a typical Falmouth subdivision.

REVENUES
Property Taxes
Auto Excise Taxes
Other Revenues (e.g. fees)
A. Total Revenues
B. School aid change
Total Revenues
ESTIMATED COSTS
Basic Services
Street Costs
Education Costs
County Tax
Capital & Debt Service
C. Total Costs
NET PROJECT IMPACT

$52,000
$7300
$2600
$61,900
+ $10,500
$72,400
- $10,500
- $1,600
- $53,000
- $2000
- $5700
- $72,800
- $400
(- $40 per $300k home)

*(Does not include new school constructions costs)*

Figure 11—Net fiscal impacts of a typical subdivision.

tion program. The project
also produces a slight increase in the county tax Falmouth must pay.
Based on this fiscal impact
model, it appears that a
home valued at just over
$300,000 is a break-even
proposition for the town
with new revenues covering
service costs.
In 1995,
when the same analysis was
conducted, the break-even
point
was
around
$200,000.
The analysis to this point
does not, however, factor
in the cost of current and
anticipated capital and
debt service costs associated with the new High
School and a future elementary school. Under either the medium growth
(100 units/year) or the
high growth (150 units)
scenarios of this study, a
new elementary school will
be needed in the next 10
years at a cost of around
$15 million.
We next move to an estimate of the capital costs of
new school facilities for future growth.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

T

o fairly assess the portion of new school facility capacity that is attributable to growth requires careful analysis. Costs associated with general operational services under Maine law must be borne equally by
all taxpayers in the community. It is permissible, however, to assign the capital costs of new facilities that are
clearly required by growth to the new housing that will be
served by the expanded capacity.
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elementary school level. Our analysis presumes that Falmouth would need to cover all of the facility costs, currently estimated at $15 million. If the town goes through
the normal process of building a new school and bonding
it over 20 years, the total cost would exceed $22 million.
Those capital and debt service costs would be added to
the tax burden of existing home owners and businesses.

Medium Growth – 100 units

Since the town would not need to build this school if the
growth rate were dramatically reduced, it is possible to
assign the full capital costs of the facility expansion to
the new development that is generating the need. To establish an accurate school impact fee, the town will need
to:

High Growth – 150 units

1. Determine the local (vs. state) costs of construction;

If the rate of housing starts were to slow to the 1980s
rate, the town could possibly avoid the need to construct
a new elementary school. Under either the medium or
high growth rate scenarios, a new school is almost inevitable.

2. Factor out capacity needed to service existing enrollments;

As discussed earlier, three growth scenarios were projected in this study:
Low Growth – 50 units/year

School overcrowding and the community’s desire to modernize the existing facility precipitated construction of the
new High School. Of the new capacity, our consultants assigned 53 percent or 400 students to the modernization
goal and 20 percent or 150 students of the proposed capacity to past growth. The new High School will also have
excess capacity to accommodate 200 additional students
anticipated from growth over the next ten years. Much of
that capacity, however, will be used up by the time the facility opens.
Because of Falmouth’s past and current growth rates, Falmouth is now facing the need to expand capacity at the

3. Factor out capacity for increased enrollment from existing homes;
4. Estimate the capacity that will be used by future
homes;
5. Estimate the cost of providing that capacity;
6. Assign that cost on a per student and per home basis;
7. Establish an impact fee schedule.
As part of the interim implementation program for this
plan, the Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee has
recommended that the town adopt a school impact fee
for a future elementary school expansion.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Impacts on
Community
Character
A town-wide survey indicated that
citizens are dissatisfied with
residential growth patterns and want
better regulatory tools to manage
growth.

I

n October and November of
1999, CPAC distributed a
citizen survey to each household in town. Of the 3900 residences that received the survey,
1200 responded for a 31% response rate. Preserving open
space and managing residential
growth were top priorities for Falmouth residents. The highest
level of consensus was expressed for setting housing densities based on environmental
suitability of the land (85%).
Eighty-four percent of respondents want the town to guide development away from areas of
natural, scenic, or open space
value.
More than three quarters (77%)
listed open space and natural areas as important reasons for living in Falmouth. The next strongest level of support focused on
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cluster development, with twothirds of survey respondents
supporting clustering to keep
portions of project sites as open
space. That same level of support was expressed for preserving natural areas for passive recreational pursuits (66%) and for
purchasing important open
space areas (66%).

FCS - 7
P attern of Preference for D evelopm ent

A small-tow n N ew England
feel with comm unity centers
and a diversity of housing
close to stores and schools

48%

Neighborhoods w ith a mix of
housing sizes, types and lots
sizes

22%

Dispersed subdivisions with
groups of homes of a sim ilar
s ize and lot s ize

17%

D evelopm ent along existing
roads with size and s etbacks
largely determ ined by the
landowner

7%

0%

10%

2 0%

3 0%

4 0%

50 %

60 %

F alm outh Comprehensive Plan S urvey - November 1999

Figure 12—Citizen survey preferences for various growth patterns.
FCS - 8
Pattern of D evelopment B est for the Tow n

A m ixture of housing densities
and patterns

60%

Com pact growth adjacent to
public sewers and public
w ater

24%

N ew housing spread out in
dispersed subdivisions with
individual wells and septic
systems

10%

0%

10%

20%

30 %

4 0%

5 0%

60%

70%

F almouth C omprehens ive P lan Survey - Nov ember 1999

Figure 13—Citizen survey views on impact of growth patterns.

A significant segment of Falmouth’s population believes
that the town should protect important areas even if it restricts
landowner use (64%), and nearly
half feel that the town should
direct growth to appropriate locations.
Only 17 % of Falmouth residents
prefer to live in dispersed subdivisions, which now constitute
about 90 % of all housing being
built in Falmouth (Fig. 12). The
survey also asked citizens to
identify housing types that are
good for the town (Fig. 13).
Mixed housing densities and patterns were heavily favored (60%)
along with compact growth next
to areas served by public utilities
(24%). Only 10% thought that the
current pattern of housing in dispersed subdivisions on private
wells and septic systems was
good for the town.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000
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Pleasant Hill Pilot Study
CPAC hosted a neighborhood meeting and
design charrette to evaluate past growth patterns and alternative development models.

C

PAC studied a one-square mile area that is the fastest growing residential section of Falmouth. This
area presented a clear picture of residential growth
and provided an opportunity to explore alternatives for
other parts of town. The pilot project for this area
brought together area residents and citizens from across
the community. In the first exercise, area residents talked
about the importance of neighborhoods and reviewed the
results of past development. They were then asked to
turn the clock back to 1985 and establish goals for development of the area. Here’s what they came up with:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Figure 14—Citizen discussion group at planning charrette.

Preserve more open space
Establish a green belt through center of area
Coordinate trails with the green space
Provide a buffer strip along the river
Acquire and develop community access to the
river
Walkways between neighborhoods
Bike paths
Roads should connect
Better infrastructure planning (i.e., sewers)
Encourage mixed housing
Neighborhood store
Preserve trails, stonewalls, and ledges
Highlight history of the area
Figure 15—New subdivision in the Pleasant Hill area.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000
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Growth Scenario 1—Build Out
Under Current Zoning

D

uring the Pleasant Hill public participation process,
citizens reviewed and compared different growth scenarios. In 1986, the Pleasant Hill area consisted of
about 400 hundred homes on 700 acres, with most of those
homes lining the existing collector road network (Fig. 16).
Large tracts of unbroken forest surrounded those homes,
presenting opportunities for open space, recreation, trails,
and wildlife
The first concept presents the complete build out of Pleasant
Hill under current zoning (Fig. 17). In addition to the original
400 homes and the 200 that have been built in the last 15
years, our consultants project that another 100 or more
homes could be built on the remaining open land.

Figure 16—Map of Pleasant Hill in 1986 prior to build out.

The final build out of this area, therefore results in about
700 homes, about half as many as would be allowed under
the half-acre zoning of the Pleasant Hill area. This lower development density results from a combination of market
forces, topographic and access difficulty, and the use of septic systems for most of the homes. Current zoning produces
nearly 7 new miles of road for the town to maintain, and
only about 5 or 10 percent of the land ends up as permanent
open space.
Pleasant Hill presents a microcosm of Falmouth, and also
gives a tangible sense of what the rest of the town will look
like in the not too distant future, if current zoning and
growth patterns continue.
Figure 17—Map of Pleasant Hill at full build out.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Growth Scenario 2—
Compact Growth on
Public Sewers

T
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This concept also envisions a mixture of housing
types and styles, which would promote choice and affordability. Since the new development is internal to
the existing road system, most of the housing would
not be visible to the general public.

o help explore future growth options, the project consultants prepared alternative development scenarios. They took base maps of Pleasant Hill from 1985 and explored what could have occurred if the town had taken a more pro-active role in
planning growth.

The final major feature of this concept is the large
open space preserve on the left end of the image. This
land would be purchased by the town and used for
passive recreation, ball fields, and river access. Overall, the concept preserves between 50 and 60 percent
of the land as permanent open space, including the
integrated open space.

Scenario 2 (Fig. 18) attempts to visualize a pattern that fulfills the stated
goals of citizens in the community survey and participants of the Pleasant Hill
neighborhood meeting. The first major
difference is that the majority of new
housing is built on public sewers rather
than septic systems. This allows more
compact neighborhoods and maximum
open space. The new neighborhoods
are served by a coordinated system of
roads that give occupants multiple access routes and keeps housing off the
new subcollector roads as much as possible, creating a parkway effect.
At the major internal intersection, a
town common is illustrated, with civic
or institutional buildings like an Oceanview-style elderly housing campus or an
elementary school. These facilities
would be within safe easy walking distance of all of the new housing, as the
entire area would be constructed with
bike lanes and pedestrian paths.

Figure 18—Alternative compact growth concept for Pleasant Hill area.
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Growth Scenario 3—
Planned Growth on
Septic Systems

A

lthough the compact growth
concept in Scenario 2 would accomplish many of the growth
management goals of Falmouth citizens, there are serious barriers to implementation. Development in Falmouth
is incremental, consisting of scattered,
small developments of 10 to 20 lots.
Scenario 2 would have required the coordinated extension of roads and public
sewers to service development as it
came on line.
Unless there were a “mega-developer”
prepared to buy up all of the land and
to propose a phased development plan,
the community would need to provide
that coordinating role and extend the
roads and utilities at public expense,
Figure 19– Planned development following current zoning with septic systems.
recouping the costs as development
came on line. Since much of the land
sions. The result would be the same number of
would be public open space, the community would
homes as under the current zoning build out, but with
also have to do major land acquisitions to compensate
about 30 to 40 percent permanent open space. Alproperty owners for the land that would be dedicated
though more total road length would be needed beto public uses.
cause of the interconnections, road maintenance
Another, more viable alternative might be for the town
would be easier and less expensive because of the
to master plan the location of new streets and
continuous circulation system. The town would exert
neighborhoods following the current lower density
more control over residential growth, but would leave
pattern of homes on septic systems (Fig. 19). This patthe timing of individual projects to local landowners,
tern would require interconnection of developments
developers, and the real estate market.
and dedicated open space in and between subdivi-
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Growth Scenario 4—
Conservation Zoning

I

n more rural sections of town, alternative
development patterns should consider the
environmental and cultural features that establish the special character of Falmouth as a
small town in Maine. At current growth rates,
suburbanization will gradually erode that community character leaving a landscape covered
with unconnected subdivisions and small remnants of open space where severe environmental
constraints (e.g., wetlands, ravines) prevent total
build out (Fig. 20 & 21):

Figure 20– Large rural land tract before suburban development.

“The advantage of land around a growing town
being laid out on a plan prepared with forethought
and care to provide for the needs of the growing
community seems self-evident; and yet it is only
within the last few years that any general demand
for such powers of town planning have been made.
The municipal governing bodies have looked on
helplessly while estate after estate around their
towns have been covered with buildings, without
any provision having been made for open spaces,
school sites, or any other public needs...The community...having watched the value of land forced
up to its utmost limit, has been obliged to come in
at this stage and purchase at these ruinous values
such scraps of land as may have been left, in order
to satisfy public needs.”
Raymond Unwin, 1909
Figure 21– Results of current zoning—new development with loss of open space and
community character.
Drawings used courtesy of the Natural Lands Trust, Media Pa.
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T

he process of suburbanization and the resultant
loss of community character may be ubiquitous, but it is not inevitable. The first step in
preserving rural character is to define it. From a land
use standpoint, rural areas can be defined as having
active natural resource based industries such as farming, forestry, and gravel extraction. The decline of
those land uses in southern Maine, and in the Portland
area in particular, is more the result of regional markets and resource depletion than a matter of displacement by suburban development.
A more pertinent concern for Falmouth citizens is the
sense of rural character of the rolling topography,
open fields, and large forested tracts that remain in
much of the community. Those landscape features
and the close proximity to Portland make the town extremely attractive for suburban development. Land
use consultant Gary Fogg suggests that the term “rural
character” can best be conveyed in a town like Falmouth by considering
public views of the countryside experienced by a
motorist.
In a rural setting, the visual senses are dominated
by the landscape (hills,
trees, fields, stonewalls,
etc.), and buildings are
subordinate to that landscape (e.g., farmhouse
with barns surrounded by
fields and woods).

A suburban setting, by contrast, is established when
the construction of new homes and subdivisions along
existing roadways makes buildings the dominant visual elements and any remaining landscape views are
subordinate to the buildings. This conversion process
typically stimulates a strong negative reaction in area
residents who might be less opposed to residential
development if it did not so dramatically alter the basic rural character of the setting.
The long-standing planning goal of
balancing development needs with
the need to conserve natural resources and community character
could be achieved if the planning and
regulatory functions recognized the
inherent value and importance of the
natural landscape and cultural features of the community. The town’s
Open Space Plan has catalogued
those resources, but current land use
ordinances are inadequate to protect
them.
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C

onservation zoning and subdivision design may
provide the regulatory tools necessary to manage
residential growth in ways to preserve much of Falmouth’s remaining rural character. Landscape architect
Randall Arendt has pioneered the techniques of this new
approach to land development and presented them
through community workshops and his books Growing
Greener and Conservation Design for Subdivisions.

Current zoning and subdivision laws require protection of
streams, wetlands, and steep slope areas (Fig. 22). Designers lay out the maximum number of lots that can be
achieved using the formula of minimum lot area and road
frontage for each lot (Fig. 23). Thus the design process is
primarily an exercise in geometry. The secondary consideration becomes designing the road to meet town safety
standards and to overcome any environmental obstacles
like wetlands and steep grades.

Figure 22– Sensitive areas of land tracts are restricted

Under this design approach, which characterizes almost
every subdivision built in Falmouth in the past 30 years,
the only portions of the project site that are even partially
preserved are the environmentally sensitive areas. Largelot zoning (2-acre minimum lot size), adopted in the early
1960s to preserve the town’s character, actually defeats
its purpose by spreading homes across the landscape and
eliminating any sense of rural character.
Conservation zoning and design accepts the reality of
suburban development but attempts to reshape it into a
pattern that preserves rural character and enhances livability of new neighborhoods and existing residents. It
starts with a reversal of the design considerations of developers. Rather than starting with the geometric exercise
of laying out lots and roads, conservation design starts
with an inventory and analysis of the natural and cultural
features of a project site.

Figure 23– All other areas are carved into house lots under current zoning requirements.
Drawings used courtesy of the Natural Lands Trust, Media Pa.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Page 21

C

onservation zoning and design considers environmental,
natural, and cultural resources (streams, wetlands, meadows, tree groves, stone walls, orchards) of a project site,
and views those resources as site amenities like lake, ocean, or
golf course frontage (Fig. 24). Potential development areas (Fig.
25) are selected for maximum preservation of those features and
for maximum exposure of the new housing to the site amenities,
thereby increasing market value of the developed real estate.
This approach assures a fair economic return to landowners and
developers while maintaining community character.
To some extent, this land conservation and development philosophy is already at work in Falmouth’s land use plans and ordinances. The first stage of the development process requires a
pre-application sketch plan review. A site inventory and analysis
identifies site opportunities and constraints and delineates prime
development areas and portions of the land that should be set
aside as open space because of environmental constraints. Developers and designers seldom follow that initial analysis, however, because the zoning parameters require them to follow the
“cookie cutter” formula for lot size and frontage as set forth in
the zoning ordinance. Thus the ordinances work at cross purposes and don’t deal with the real design issues
The second aspect of Falmouth’s current zoning that moves in
the direction of conservation design is the town’s Resource Conservation Overlay District. In relatively undeveloped areas, developers are required to catalogue all natural and open space features of a site. They then must design the project to retain at
least 60 percent of the base open space values. This can be accomplished by clustering homes to create open space, providing
public access to that open space, preserving or creating trail
linkages, buffering roadsides and adjacent neighborhoods, or
any combination of those techniques. The inherent flexibility of
the system and its lack of design guidance similarly falls far
short of protecting community character.

Figure 24– Site analysis identifies key open space and cultural
features.

Figure 25– Prime development areas and areas that should be
set aside as common open space are conceptually depicted.
Drawings used courtesy of the Natural Lands Trust, Media Pa.
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C

onservation zoning and subdivision design takes the
philosophy and concepts of open space and preserving community character to “ground level” and requires developers to concentrate proposed homes in limited, optimum portions of the site that maximize open
space and accessibility of the new housing to that open
space (Fig. 26). Identifying optimum house sites becomes
the primary objective, instead of identifying possible lots.
Once housing sites that take maximum advantage of the
open space and natural features are identified, the next
step in the review process is to provide road access to
those homes (Fig. 27).
Thus, road building
becomes secondary to
home building rather
than vice versa.
The net result of conservation zoning and
design is similar to
the compact growth
model depicted in
Scenario 2 (Page 16),
only on a smaller, individual land tract basis. Because it involves fewer development interests, it is far more viable
from an implementation standpoint. It can be served by
public sewer (this option may require additional units in the
developed portion of the site), conventional septic systems,
or alternative wastewater technologies that are expanding
in the market to serve this style of development.

Figure 26– House sites are selected to take maximum advantage of open space features

Figure 27– Roads are added to provide access to home sites.
Drawings used courtesy of the Natural Lands Trust, Media Pa.
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C

onservation zoning and design preserves open
space and protects community character while
producing more attractive housing projects that
increase in value over time as open space in the community diminishes. Because every project is designed
with an open space system (Fig. 28 & 29), adjacent
sites can be coordinated to produce a town-wide system of greenbelts for trails, wildlife corridors, and recreation as called for in the Falmouth Open Space Plan
(Fig. 30).
Adopting this approach to growth management in the
more rural sections of town would build upon past efforts and also provide a means to achieve the comprehensive plan goals of balanced growth and open space
preservation. When combined with appropriate compact growth models and infill projects in more built up
sections, creative land use controls could become a
source of common ground between long-time residents and the new families moving into town.

Figure 28– Final design connects roads and homes to open space with
a trail network.

Figure 29– Conservation design produces development with lots of
open space and recreational opportunities.

Figure 30– Design and development coordination of adjacent land
tracts creates town-wide network of green spaces.

Drawings used courtesy of the Natural Lands Trust, Media Pa.
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mercial areas have actually enhanced community life by
adding public amenities like the new ice arena and by requiring high quality design and construction.

here appears to be widespread concern that the
character of Falmouth is changing as a result of the
residential growth that
has occurred and is
likely to continue. The
community
is
being
transformed
from
a
small rural town to a
bustling suburb. Rather
than quietly acquiescing
to the loss of town character, steps can be taken
to effectively plan future
residential growth to
preserve character and
minimize the negative
consequences of that
growth. This potential
has been demonstrated
in the town’s response
to commercial growth
pressures.
Fig. 31– Falmouth”s Village Center area.
Falmouth’s experience
with managing commercial growth started in the early 1980s with adoption of the
Across the country, many
Route One District plan, which has transformed the appearcommunities have applied
ance of the town’s major commercial strip over the last 15
this type of proactive planyears since its adoption. The 1994 Comprehensive Plan upning to commercial and residate took planning of commercial growth a major step furdential growth. Since far more areas of the community
ther by implementing commercial design guidelines for
are dedicated to residential development, the benefits of
Exit 10, Route 1, and the town’s new Village Center. The
controlling housing projects are probably of greater conmaster plans that have been developed for the town’s comsequence to the long-term future of Falmouth.
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he same planning and design principles
that have been successfully applied to commercial
development
should be applied to the residentially zoned sections of
Falmouth. To succeed in
controlling residential growth
requires that the town take a
proactive role in looking at
potential development areas
and to plan the general
framework for growth to
follow. Since the town’s first
Comprehensive Plan was
adopted in 1965, residential
growth has been guided by a
simple zoning scheme that
segregates commercial and
resident ial
uses
and
establishes minimum lot
sizes, lot
widths, and
property line setbacks. These
few spatial requirements do
little to address the concerns
of Falmouth citizens for
protecting open space and
community character or
controlling traffic impacts.
The town has developed
planning
infor mat ion,
technology,
t ools,
and
processes that could be
applied to deal with a more
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comprehensive treatment of residential growth. In
essence, the town would conduct the same type
of
public
participation
process and would adopt a
similar flexible format for
residential development that
has been applied successfully
to commercial projects.

Fig. 32– Falmouth Village Center Master Plan

In particular, decisions on
public sewer extensions, new
street locations, open space
preservation, and bicycle/
pedestrian linkages would be
made by the town rather than
individual developers. These
decisions would be made
through a public participation
process involving residents
of the areas to be developed,
landowners, real
estate
professionals, developers,
conservationists, and other
interested citizens.
The planning process would
create a vision for the future
and would provide general
guidance, but would leave
adequate flexibility to deal
with
the
unique
characteristics of individual
properties and the specific
needs of land owners and
developers.
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Residential Master Plans

T

or street they live on. The master planning approach would
help develop a greater sense of community and would foster
identification of area residents with the future visions of managed growth they create through the planning process. One
of the benefits of the current plan update process has been to
create that sense of neighborhood for residents of the Pleasant Hill area who have recently formed a neighborhood association.

Another benefit of the master planning process would be to
give residents a greater sense of neighborhood and community by assigning names to the residential districts. Currently,
people identify their location as being on the “Foreside” or in
“West Falmouth.” Apart from those two geographic distinctions, most other residents identify their homes with the road

Within the individual geographic sections, several alternative growth models, as presented in prior sections of this
report, could develop based on historic development patterns, sewer availability, importance of open space and
natural areas, and technical planning considerations like
topography and soils. In general, the town seems to divide
into three separate planning areas or zones (Fig. 33).

he Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee recommends that the town identify several geographic districts for preparing residential master plans. This approach would enable the town to cost-effectively develop
growth plans and to maximize public involvement by citizens
in affected areas.

Zone 3 – Rural Residential
Poplar
Ridge

Hurricane
Valley

Zone 2 – Master
Planned Growth

Zone 1 - Infill
Growth

Woodville
Falmouth
Foreside

Highland
Lake

Falmouth
Center

Leighton
Hill

Brookside

Falmouth
Corners
Pleasant
Hill

Figure 33– Concept plan for master planning future residential growth areas.

The eastern, Foreside area
(Zone 1) is mostly developed,
and any future growth will
simply fill in vacant land
around existing neighborhoods. The central section of
Falmouth (Zone 2) contains
vast tracts of undeveloped
land and has the most options
for managing growth because
of the availability of public water and sewer. The western
third (Zone 3) contains the
most rural sections where future development will occur
exclusively on private wells
and septic systems, which require low density development
patterns, and would be most
conducive to conservation
zoning and design.
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Master Plan Components
Master planning future residential growth in Falmouth will require the town to make decisions in several important policy
areas, including:
♦

Public Sewer Service Areas;

♦

Transportation;

♦

Bicycle & Pedestrian Facilities

♦

Open Space;

♦

Residential Design Guidelines; and,

♦

Public Facilities

This final section of the Comprehensive Plan 2000 lays out
some of the important considerations for each of these planning areas.

Public Sewer
Service Areas
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in the most suitable locations with better facilities for recreation and walking, while leaving large open tracts of land
around those neighborhoods (Growth Scenario 2, Page 16).
Figure 34 shows the current extent of sewer service along
with the years that the system was expanded at the request
of developers. The only exception to the rule of developer determination of new sewer service areas was in 1983, when
the town extended the sewer to serve the lower Pleasant Hill
area, which was plagued with failing septic systems. On every
other occasion, developers have extended the sewers to serve
specific projects like the most recent extension to Exit 10,
and the town has reacted to those developer initiatives. One
of the major growth management tools the town could put
into play would be to plan for future sewer extensions in appropriate areas and to require developers to follow that sewer
service plan.

2001

?
?

?

1985

The ability of the town to control residential growth, preserve open space, and en1988
hance town character is partially depend?
ent on using the public sewer system to
manage growth. The use of private septic
?
systems for residential development usually results in the spread of housing across
1999
1983
the landscape in order to provide adequate
infiltration and treatment of the wastewaX
ter. This low-density pattern produces
most of the loss of open space, town character, and sense of neighborhood. Provid- Figure 34– Existing sewer service areas (cross hatching) with dates of extensions, potential service
ing public sewer service expands manage- area limits (dashed boundary), and areas where extensions have been proposed (?). In the Pleasant
ment options for clustering development area, sewer service is precluded because so much development has occurred on private septic systems
(X).
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Transportation
If growth continues in Falmouth and surrounding communities, traffic congestion and related problems will increase over time. Past planning studies have indicated
that traffic on some local collector roads could be reduced by half with greater access provided to the highway system. Regional discussions on removing the turnpike tollbooths could facilitate this process and encourage commuters to use the highway system instead of local streets (photo right).
The town’s current policy of requiring subdivision streets
to be interconnected lacks a comprehensive framework
to disperse traffic instead of funneling it onto a limited
number of collector roads and through congested intersections. The town should be determining the best location for new streets and intersections rather than leaving
such decisions to individual developers. Figure 35 illustrates the street network that has developed in the Pleasant Hill area through a lack of town planning and coordination. Numerous dead ends limit the travel options of
residents, both in terms of direction of travel and the abil-

ity to safely move within their neighborhood on the busy collector roads. Service access by school buses, snowplows, and pubic
safety vehicles is also hindered. The second illustration shows a
planned network of streets that allows continuous flow in multiple directions. Such street networks should be laid out in the
residential master planning process.
To cope with future traffic growth, the town must also provide
interconnections between commercial developments along the
major arterials to allow customers to directly access secondary
roadways (Fig. 36). Without those connections, the arterials will
need to be widened to accommodate traffic growth,
with a resultant decline in community character.

Figure 35– Street network layout for the Pleasant Hill area. Left drawing shows system
of dead ends. Right drawing shows planned network of interconnected streets.

Figure 36– Commercial road behind stores interconnects sites and gives access to secondary road.
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Bicycle & Pedestrian Facilities
An insidious effect of the historic pattern of development
is the isolation of neighborhoods and their residents. Continuously adding new subdivisions to the existing network
of collector roads and ever increasing amounts of commuter traffic make most streets in town unsafe for cyclists
and pedestrians. To address this concern, the town has
adopted a Bicycle, Pedestrian, and Trails Master Plan that
lays out a town-wide network of on-road and off-road facilities (Fig. 37).
The residential master planning process should incorporate the features of this proposed network and ensure that
all new development is connected to the system.
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The master planning process
should also require that new
development include provisions
for safe bicycle and pedestrian
facilities within projects and between adjacent neighborhoods
and open space areas (Fig. 38).

A

A combination of public and
private bicycle, pedestrian, and
trail facilities can create a
greater sense of community
and preserve opportunities for
access to open space and recreation.

B

Figure 38– Examples of needed facilites: A. Crosswalks B. Public
trails C. Bike lanes

C

Figure 37– Town’s master plan for bicycles, pedestrians, and trails envisions a town-wide network of facilities.

Falmouth Comprehensive Plan 2000

Page 30

Open Space
Since the mid-1980s, concern for the loss of open
space in town has ranked among the highest
growth management concerns of Falmouth citizens.
That high level of public interest spurred the town
to adopt an open space plan that laid out a general
concept for open space preservation along with numerous tools for accomplishing the plan’s goals.
Many of the mechanisms advocated in the Open
Space Plan have been activated, including regulatory
changes like the town’s Resource Conservation
Overlay District, and two public referenda on land
acquisition funding.
The most noticeable effect of the Open Space Plan
has been the town’s land acquisition efforts. Two
dairy farms have been preserved or acquired, one in
the western section (Wilshore Farms) and one in the
central section (Zacharias Farm). Another key parcel was
purchased on the Foreside, connecting two conservation
areas. These land preservation actions have created or expanded significant open space areas in three different sections of town.
The town’s Land Acquisition Advisory Committee has recommended that the three regional locations in Falmouth
established through public acquisition and voluntary donations be further expanded (Fig. 39) in the future. The
residential master planning process should incorporate
that goal but also look at other opportunities to surround
and connect existing and new neighborhoods with open
space. Pursuing open space preservation will require
added town funding for land purchases, a goal supported
by 74 percent of respondents to the second citizen survey.

Figure 39– Regional park concept advocated by the Land Acquisition
Advisory Committee. (Photo below shows large vacant track next to the
developed area along the Route 1 Village Center)
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Residential Design Guidelines
One of the advantages of low density housing spread
throughout the town is that it provides maximum freedom
to construct individual homes with little or no regard to
surrounding property owners. Pursuing more compact
growth patterns to preserve open space and community
character, however, requires careful consideration of
neighborhood design and may warrant adopting residential design guidelines.
This approach would follow the successful model of the
Falmouth’s commercial design guidelines, and would provide general guidance while allowing adequate flexibility to
allow developers and homebuilders to meet market demand and the specific needs of consumers. The most important principle would be coordination of all of the individual components of developments, including; the design,
construction, and installation of streets, homes, utilities,
landscaping, pedestrian facilities, and common open
space.

Figure 40– Example of traditional New England residential designs.

Through the application of residential design guidelines,
the town could ensure that new housing is appropriately
sized for the density of development proposed under various master plans in the different residential areas proposed. For those areas with compact growth plans, the design guidelines would also help create a sense of neighborhood by promoting the qualities of traditional New England
towns and adding greater space, environmental sensitivity,
and public amenities.

Figure 41– Example of neo-traditional residential development designs.
Photos and illustration from Visions for a New American Dream, courtesy of the Planners Press, Washington, D.C.
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Public Facilities
Residential growth has stimulated increased demand
for public services and facilities. The town has responded by upgrading existing facilities and adding capacity to accommodate growth. Whenever existing facilities are upgraded, the town should see public facilities as potential nodes or focal points for future development.
The town’s library has served this role in the developing
Village Center on Route One. In addition to serving as a
destination and cultural gathering place, the building’s
architecture set a theme for commercial design
throughout the Village Center. In residential areas,
schools and town parks should similarly relate to surrounding neighborhoods and provide opportunities for
community life.
The residential master planning process should identify
key locations for future public facilities and lay out connections from those locations to existing and potential
neighborhoods

Figure 43– The library expansion created a community gathering space and gave direction for
surrounding development.

Figure 43– The new High School is a community center as
well as an educational facility.

Figure 44– Current discussions of a new elementary school
should be coordinated with the residential master planning
process.

